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Lessons in making the unique ubiquitous: diversifying the role of the Special 
Collections and Archives department to enhance teaching and learning at the 
University of Limerick 
 
The Special Collections and Archives Department (SpecColl) was established in the Glucksman 
Library at the University of Limerick (UL) in 1998. It is passionate about embedding its broad 
range of holdings in the university curriculum. Over the past twenty years, SpecColl has 
implemented an educational programme, building a network of longstanding academic 
contacts within the university, offering research assistance, and delivering a series of 
workshops catered to a variety of different student types across a broad range of disciplines. 
This article explores the growing educational focus of SpecColl in recent years, both in 
response to, and in anticipation of, the needs of faculty and students. The main body examines 
how SpecColl has developed its educational outreach initiatives to enhance teaching and 
learning at UL in line with key findings from its user statistics and student feedback. It explores 
the challenges faced by a specialised department in striving towards ubiquity on campus, and 
shares some of the lessons it has learned in its mission to make access to ‘special’ collections 
and archives a more ‘ordinary’ experience. The article concludes by imagining the future 
landscape of SpecColl, making a set of recommendations for the further development of 
educational activities at the department. 
 




Special Collections (SpecColl) was formed within the Glucksman Library at the University of Limerick 
(UL) in 1998, and was established as a standalone department in 2002. In the context of the Glucksman 
Library, ‘special collections’ generally refer to its collections of rare books, incunabula, supporting 
reference material, modern printed works with regional interest or origin, as well as a number of 
stamp and coin collections.1 These are considered distinct from its archival collections, which SpecColl 
first began to collect in 2001. As a result of this head start, its ‘special collections’ holdings are 
extensive and well-known, with over 40,000 rare books, including the Leonard Limerick Collection, the 
Norton Collection of Irish works, the McAnally Collection of travel literature, the Gilsenan Yeats 
Collection, and the recently added Bolton Library, a collection of 12,000 largely early modern volumes. 
These collections are usually more familiar to students – the majority of the special collections have 
been or are currently being catalogued, and are available to search through the main library catalogue 
online. 
In contrast, SpecColl’s archival holdings are somewhat less well-known among students and 
researchers. While Adlib cataloguing software has recently been adopted by the department, the 
front-end of the database has not yet been developed. At present, archival finding aids are only 
available online as individual PDFs, and although a useful stopgap, this means that users cannot 
2 
 
currently search across all its archival collections available online. This inability to search, and resulting 
lack of visibility, perpetuates the archives’ physical and conceptual division from the rest of the 
library’s holdings. Nonetheless, SpecColl’s acquisition of archives has increased rapidly since 2001, and 
its holdings of over 2,000 archival boxes now encompass estate, business, literary, political, military 
and scientific papers. These include: collections with prominent Limerick and wider Munster 
connections, such as the Earls of Dunraven, the Knights of Glin, and the O’Mara Bacon Company; the 
Armstrong WWI collection; collections relating to the Irish Republican movement such as those of the 
Daly family; as well as the papers of author Kate O’Brien, Irish labour politician Jim Kemmy TD, and 
Frances Condell, the first female Mayor of Limerick. SpecColl also holds the National Dance Archive of 
Ireland (NDAI), as well as vast quantities of photographic and visual material, including 157,000 
negatives, transparencies and prints from the Shannon Development archive. The rapid development 
of its archives necessitated the renaming of the department to ‘Special Collections and Archives’ in 
2018. It may be useful to consider SpecColl’s holdings under the broader term of ‘Unique and 
Distinctive Collections’ (UDCs), which acknowledges the ‘intrinsic values of a much wider range of 
collections, and the significance of their contribution to research, learning, engagement and the 
overall institutional mission’, regardless of ‘age, financial value, or location within an organisation.’2 
The Research Libraries UK (RLUK) 2014 report on the opportunities presented by UDCs states 
that ‘it is increasingly recognised that special collections have a powerful contribution to make to 
research libraries as those libraries seek to differentiate themselves from their competitors.’3 
Certainly, ‘accentuating its distinctiveness’ was one of three key themes identified in UL’s recent 
strategic plan, ‘Broadening Horizons’, which covered the period 2015–2019.4 UL’s current strategic 
plan ‘UL@50’, covering the period 2019–2024, builds on this idea of UL as ‘a university recognised for 
its research, impact and distinctiveness’, now focusing on ‘transforming education’ through 
transformative pedagogies, building digital literacies, and adopting innovative and collaborative 
curricula.5 SpecColl and its UDCs contain enormous potential for UL in this regard, providing rich onsite 
resources and expertise to enable research and teaching, and complementing UL’s other strategic 
priorities: to build its research culture, capacity and capability; to encourage grants income; to raise 
its profile in the community and foster engaged and accessible learning; and to drive international and 
interdisciplinary research.  
SpecColl is passionate about embedding the entirety of its holdings in the university 
curriculum. Over the past twenty years, its Head, Ken Bergin, has implemented an educational 
programme, building a network of longstanding academic contacts within the university, offering 
research assistance, and delivering a series of inductions and workshops catered to a variety of 
different student types across a broad range of disciplines. In May 2019, the department appointed 
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an archivist, the author, with a specific brief for staff and student engagement, exhibition and 
outreach projects, as well as teaching and academic liaison. The Glucksman Library formally 
acknowledges SpecColl’s role in two of its four Key Business Processes in ‘supporting teaching and 
learning’, and ‘enabling research’ (Glucksman Library website, 2 November 2019), stating that its 
resources and staff expertise ‘offer immense opportunities for discovery and original research’. In 
contributing to these key business processes, SpecColl actively seeks to collaborate with faculty to 
‘integrate library collections and information skills’ in UL’s curriculum, and to ‘meet the rapidly 
developing and increasingly complex needs of researchers operating in a digital research and 
scholarship environment.’  
Undertaking this educational role is no small task, particularly when considered alongside 
SpecColl’s competing priorities for staff time and resources: developing the backend of the archival 
catalogue and importing analogue finding aids into Adlib; planning and launching a blog and related 
webpages offering research guidance;6 submitting funding applications; keeping an active social media 
presence; conservation and collection care; managing the transition to a new reading room and suite 
of strongrooms; answering onsite and remote user queries; digitisation; curating physical exhibitions; 
as well as the inevitable cataloguing backlog. A shortage of time also affects SpecColl’s potential 
educational impact beyond UL and into the community. Educational resources created for UL students 
should be repurposed, to allow SpecColl to target new types of users, such as secondary and even 
primary school students, as well as local history groups and societies. The balance between the front-
facing aspects of the department and the less visible requirements of department management 
presents a challenge for staff, particularly during term, when competing daily duties make it difficult 
to commit to, and sustain, a structured approach to teaching and network-building with faculty. With 
the exception of a number of specific classes, teaching activities are largely undertaken on an ad hoc 
basis, based on local arrangements between library staff and members of faculty as the need arises. 
In this way, its educational role is often a double-edged sword for SpecColl, a vital part of its outreach 
strategy that requires vast amounts of staff input and resources. 
This article will explore the growing educational focus of SpecColl in recent years, both in 
response to, and in anticipation of, the needs of faculty and students. It aims to promote the 
department as a whole, explore the challenges SpecColl faces in strengthening engagement with its 
holdings, particularly its archive collections, and outline the many ways SpecColl has had to diversify 
the services it provides to meet the needs of its users. The main body examines how SpecColl has 
developed its educational outreach initiatives to enhance teaching and learning at UL in line with key 
findings from its user statistics and student feedback. It explores the challenges faced by a specialised 
department striving towards increased visibility on campus, demonstrates the benefits of making a 
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conscious effort to reach beyond ‘familiar’ disciplines in Arts, Humanities and Social Science (AHSS), 
and shares some of the lessons it has learned in its mission to make access to ‘special’ collections and 
archives a more ‘ordinary’ experience for staff and students alike. The article concludes by imagining 
the future landscape of SpecColl, making a set of recommendations for the further development of 
educational activities at the department. 
 
First, know yourself 
Before SpecColl can anticipate the needs of faculty and students, and begin the challenging task of 
assessing the impact of its services, it must first know itself. This section summarises the department’s 
key user data for 2018, and analyses how this data both demonstrates and informs SpecColl’s 
engagement with its users. As counterpoint, it then explores some student perceptions of the 
department gathered by third-year students from UL’s Kemmy Business School (KBS). 
 
The department from the inside out: key user statistics 
SpecColl has collected data about its users since it opened. The quantity and focus of statistics 
gathered has evolved significantly over the past twenty years, in response to the growing success of 
the department. Before 2016, user statistics were kept only in an unstructured analogue format, and 
the limited variables are incomparable to those collected today: in 2018, SpecColl revised the 
categories of data it collects in order to build a more comprehensive user profile. These 2018 figures 
capture a number of key pieces of data relating to user engagement, namely that: roughly 50% of 
interaction with students occurred through teaching and inductions; just over 47% of users consulted 
material onsite in the reading room; and the remaining 3% of user interactions occurred remotely via 
digital access. The majority of user requests concern ‘special collections’, i.e. printed material – three 
quarters of all requests in both 2016 and 2017, falling to two-thirds of all requests in 2018. In terms 
of user demographics, there was a relatively stable user divide between students (60%), staff (20%) 
and external users (20%). While the number of postgraduate students visiting the department 
increased by 20% between 2017 and 2018, the majority of students who access the service remain 
undergraduates – 74% in 2018 (Figure 1).7 The majority of users come from the faculties of AHSS, 
Science and Engineering (SE), and the Irish Word Academy of Music and Dance (IWAMD). Other users 





Figure 1. Rough breakdown of users in 2018. 
 
The data reveals a number of valuable observations in relation to SpecColl’s user profile: 
 
 Students are the main focus of its efforts. Its educational programmes and outreach initiatives 
need to simultaneously serve the large undergraduate population already using its service, as 
well as attract and enhance the research experience of postgraduates.  
 SpecColl needs to meet its users where they are. As only half of its interactions with its users 
happen in the reading room, the department’s teaching and learning role is a vital outreach 
function, expanding SpecColl’s user base, and engaging users who do not come in of their own 
accord. SpecColl needs to reach out in new ways to entice new students, as well as UL faculty, 
external academics and other users. 
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 Growing archival literacy is key. As the department is both physically and procedurally 
removed from the main library collections, SpecColl can seem mysterious to users. The data 
above reflects the fact that SpecColl’s printed collections are more frequently accessed by and 
more familiar to students. 
 Nonetheless, it is promising that requests for access to archival material are growing. This 
speaks to the early success of some of the outreach initiatives already underway at SpecColl, 
and demonstrates that there is a lot yet to do to increase both awareness of and access to its 
archival material. 
 The number of remote or digital users is likely to increase exponentially with the launch of the 
UL Digital Library, as well as the growing circulation of the department’s new blog and 
webpages over the coming year.8 This will undoubtedly bring its own set of challenges, 
including difficulties in assessing the profile and research needs of anonymous online users. 
 
The department from the outside in: student perceptions 
To complement the quantitative data outlined in the statistics above, SpecColl must also consider 
qualitative feedback. In September 2018, third year KBS students conducted market research on 
behalf of the department, a project worth 50% of their final grade. SpecColl proposed a research 
project relating to student perceptions and their experiences of using the department. The brief issued 
to the students explained that SpecColl wanted to make its service as visible and accessible as possible 
to all students, and in light of this, sought data relating to:  
 
 student perceptions of its services;  
 the profile of students accessing the service;  
 how helpful they find it and how often they use it;  
 if they know where the department is located;  
 if they follow its twitter account; 
 if they only use the service when directed by faculty or if they found the service on their own;  
 what value-added features they would like; and 
 how useful they find class visits and inductions.  
 
Throughout the autumn semester 2018/19, a group of five students formulated an 
anonymous online user survey, which ran for a period of one month between November and 
December 2018, and was open to participation from both undergraduate and postgraduate students. 
SpecColl provided a small monetary incentivisation to encourage survey responses, publicised the 
7 
 
survey via its twitter account, and disseminated the link to ten academic ‘champions’ – members of 
faculty in regular contact with SpecColl – requesting that they encourage participation. The students 
set a target sample size of 100 respondents, and received 91 full responses – 77 from undergraduates 
and 14 from postgraduates – a summary of which is outlined below. 
 
Awareness and perception 
In terms of awareness and perception, 45% of students first heard about SpecColl from their lecturer, 
25% via the library website or SpecColl’s social media accounts, and 20% from other students. Almost 
60% of respondents agreed that they felt ‘intimidated’ by using the service,9 for a variety of reasons. 
Unfamiliarity appears to one of the biggest impediments to undergraduate use of the department. 
Many stated that they had never used a service like it before, and that they were afraid to ask 
questions: ‘the whole thing is just kind of mysterious… none of my friends use them’; and ‘[I] wasn’t 
sure… where it was, who to ask about it and uncertain about the rules of that section of the library’. 
Some comments suggest an additional ‘degree of nervousness’ in relation to handling rare material. 
 
Using the department 
Despite initial perceptions, most respondents who had used the service recorded a positive 
experience, and many noted that they wish they had known about it earlier in their course of study. 
Of those that used the service, only 47% found the service ‘easy’ to access material. Nonetheless, 91% 
positively rated the ‘usefulness’ of its resources, and 73% said they would recommend the department 
to a friend. The majority of corresponding qualitative responses suggest that once students’ fears are 
allayed, and their confidence in using the service grows, the value of the department and its collections 
is self-evident. Many cited the workshops and lectures as reasons for overcoming their fears: 
 
I knew the library had archives, but I was nervous about going to them, because I wasn’t sure if I was 
able to access them. Earlier in the semester I had a lecture where one of your archivist’s spoke more in 
depth on the archives etc, and that peaked my curiosity to go and see for myself. I quickly found out 
which a great resource they are. I think giving more lectures on the archives would help students see 
the positives of using them and they aren’t as intimidating as they sound. [sic] 
 
Reported difficulties in using the service relate to: not being able to consult an item for a sufficient 
amount of time; finding the room; as well as reading and deciphering handwriting. Some students 
disliked that they were not able to borrow material – this is a finding in itself, namely that students do 







While a question relating to the library website was not specifically included in the survey, one student 
indicated that SpecColl’s webpages did not appropriately communicate the value and service of the 
department: ‘the info on their website makes it sound a bit intense’. Moreover, 76% do not follow 
SpecColl’s twitter account because they do not use twitter, did not know it had an account, or have 
no interest in doing so. While twitter is certainly one of SpecColl’s most successful tools for online 
outreach, the majority of the audiences it interacts with there include academics and faculties, PhD 
students and other researchers, university and research libraries, archivists and librarians, and 
members of the general public. SpecColl has not seen a high level of interaction with younger 
undergraduate students on Twitter as they may be using other social media platforms. 
 
Suggestions for improvement 
Suggestions for improvement are varied. Ideas include: making information about the department 
more readily available; updating the department’s webpages to be more ‘student-friendly’; peer to 
peer advice on how to use the service; including the department on the orientation tour for first years; 
and increasing the role of faculty in encouraging students to follow the department’s blog and social 
media accounts. Some suggestions relate to the lack of space in SpecColl’s old reading room on the 
second floor of the library, while one student stated that he would like more subject-specific guidance 
in relation to material from staff. 
 
Analysis 
The findings, for the most part, reaffirm what SpecColl already knew about its service, namely that:  
 
 both undergraduate and postgraduate students are largely unsure of how best to use the 
service; 
 access points into the collections need to be simplified and increased;  
 its online presence needs updating; and  
 in raising awareness of its UDCs, the importance of word of mouth on campus cannot be 
underestimated. 
 
The final report is nonetheless helpful in confirming that these issues are indeed a priority for the 
majority of its users.10 The responses reinforce the importance of starting with the basics in 
educational outreach, and that all communication to students must be clear and consistent. SpecColl 
cannot take for granted that students know where it is and how to use its services, let alone what it 
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does or how it differs from the main library. While this contextual information is included at the 
beginning of each archival induction session and other workshops, it is important that this message is 
also communicated to students and other first-time users when they present at the reading room 
reception.  
Overall, this project was a positive experience for both parties. While certainly not a definitive 
or systematic assessment of student perceptions of SpecColl across the whole of UL, the report’s most 
crucial contribution is a snapshot of observations and suggestions for improvement from the students’ 
point of view. While archivists and special collections librarians may get a general sense of the rate of 
student engagement with the department, such qualitative data is difficult to capture. Moreover, the 
project marked the beginning of a new connection with the KBS, a non-traditional user group. 
 
Know your ‘ideal’ user 
The above analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data reflects the ‘reality’ of SpecColl’s user base, 
i.e. its strongest and weakest user groups, the challenges it faces in reaching them, and potential areas 
for growth. However, in analysing the department’s current user profile, it is equally as important to 
consider the ‘ideal’, i.e. to define its ‘model’ user, and work backwards to reach a middle ground. This 
section outlines a number of considerations which greatly inform SpecColl’s approach to educational 
outreach. What does the ideal archives user look like? What do SpecColl staff wish their users would 
know before they walk into the reading room? What knowledge or skills are its users currently lacking? 
How does SpecColl impart this knowledge to its users? How does SpecColl need to change its current 
modus operandi to enhance the skill levels of its users at all levels, and to widen its user base?  
 In their article ‘AI: Archival Intelligence and User Expertise’, Elizabeth Yakel and Deborah A 
Torres explore the characteristics which denote an ‘expert’ archives user.11 During interviews with 
twenty-eight individuals from the University of Michigan who had used primary sources, Yakel and 
Torres found that ‘experience using archives is not a surrogate for user expertise’, and that archives 
services regularly overestimate the knowledge of its users.12 Aside from the ability to analyse and 
interpret primary sources, as well as enough domain or subject knowledge a user needs to research a 
topic in their own field, they outline three key dimensions of additional ‘archival intelligence’ users 
need, namely: ‘1) knowledge of archival theory, practices, and procedures; 2) strategies for reducing 
uncertainty and ambiguity when unstructured problems and ill-defined solutions are the norm; 3) and 
intellective skills.’13 Similarly, Peter Carini’s article ‘Information Literacy for Archives and Special 
Collections: Defining Outcomes’, outlines a working model used at the Rauner Special Collections 
Library in Dartmouth College, ‘intended to produce expert users at the undergraduate level’.14 
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One of the greatest differences Yakel and Torres’ subjects note between academic libraries 
and archives is the strict rules and procedures surrounding access and handling: ‘most library patrons 
have so internalized library rules that these rules are now taken for granted – they have become part 
of the background. This makes archival rules all the more striking.’ They argue that reading room rules 
directly affect users’ ability to do research, eliminate the ability to browse, ‘get in the way of higher 
level thinking’, and that ‘rules need to become a part of the background in order for user expertise to 
emerge’.15 Expert users of archival and manuscript collections must also possess the ability ‘to 
understand archival jargon’,16 and at a deeper level, possess ‘basic conceptual knowledge… of archival 
management, representation and descriptive practices, and search query formulation... This contrasts 
with a model of archival user education that focuses on assisting researchers to use a specific 
repository for a particular project.’17  
The integration of all elements of archival intelligence in SpecColl’s teaching sessions is no 
small task. Certainly, traditional ‘library orientations’, a physical tour of a facility, or ‘library instruction’ 
sessions which focus solely on how to search the catalogue, are not enough preparation for a user to 
feel confident enough to use the archives to its fullest potential,18 or even interested enough to return 
to the department in the first place. While short ‘show and tell’ sessions are undoubtedly useful in 
piquing the interest of potential users, by their very nature they display items in isolation. These must 
be balanced with more in-depth sessions, in order for users to conceptualise an ‘archival collection’ 
and the web of information it contains, as well as the infinite number of potential linkages among 
records, across collections and between institutions, not to mention investigate the reliability and 
authenticity of each item.  
Undoubtedly, the ‘ideal’ SpecColl user is hard to define, as each set of stakeholders – 
undergraduates, postgraduates, faculty, the public – have a different set of needs and expectations. 
However, a common baseline of knowledge would benefit every user before they engage with the 
department. This includes: a basic understanding of what the department does and where it is; the 
processes and rules around consulting material; what types of material they can reasonably expect to 
find; and ultimately, where to start, either by knowing how to conduct physical or online searches, or 
by knowing the right questions to ask staff in the reading room. How then does SpecColl ensure that 
users have ready access to the information they need before they visit?  
Yakel and Torres’ research demonstrates that, at the very least, effective educational outreach 
programmes should aim to break down the barriers to archival access, both physical and 
psychological. SpecColl undertakes a variety of user-focused educational sessions, including broad 
introductory lectures to the department, content-specific primary source workshops, archival theory 
classes, and more informal show and tell inductions. Despite the format, every session has the same 
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aim: to raise awareness of the department and its UDCs; and to improve the ‘archival intelligence’ of 
its users, whether explaining the differences between the library catalogue and archival description, 
or summarising each stage in the archival process. In this way, SpecColl’s archival literacy programmes 
incorporate a type of archival theory by stealth, seeking to imbue each potential user with the type of 
tacit knowledge they need before they undertake any form of archival research. However, both the 
quantitative and qualitative data above suggest that a skills gap remains, particularly for 
undergraduate students, in knowing how to access and analyse the primary sources available to them. 
 
Meet the user where they are 
While the Glucksman Library is central to university life at UL, the data outlined above demonstrates 
a relatively low level of awareness among users of the research potential of the collections ‘tucked 
away’ in SpecColl. Finding the middle ground then, between SpecColl’s ‘ideal’ user and the skillset of 
its current user base requires innovation, incentivisation, and improvisation. This section outlines how 
SpecColl brings its collections and services to its users, in the reading room, classroom and online, 
ensuring its approach is inclusive for all users, regardless of level or discipline. 
 
Constructing SpecColl as both physical and virtual research space 
In light of the many different roles of the department, SpecColl encompasses a variety of different 
research and learning spaces, both physical and virtual.  
 
A new reading room 
The opening of UL’s new Glucksman Library extension was widely publicised in June 2018 (RTÉ News, 
22 June 2018), and has resulted in a jump in user satisfaction levels in its most recent LibQual survey 
(Glucksman Library website, 20 February 2019). This extension includes an entirely new physical space 
for the Special Collections and Archives department, and consequently, an opportunity to mark the 
beginning of a new phase for SpecColl in terms of its engagement with staff and students. Previously 
located on the second floor of the library and visibly at capacity for a number of years, SpecColl has 
moved to the ground floor beside prominent features such as the viewing window into Europe’s first 
Automated Storage Retrieval System (ASRS) (Glucksman Library website, 2 April 2019). Visitor tours 
have incorporated SpecColl as a ‘highlight’ of the new library. For many, this is the first time visitors 
have heard about the department, or seen inside a reading room, and the physical space often 
provides a useful starting point to pique interest in the UDCs stored there. 
SpecColl’s new reception area is designed to invite users more readily. Its doors now feature 
more glass than solid wood and provide a clear view through to the reading room – hopefully 
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offsetting some students’ feelings of ‘intimidation’ and any connotations of ‘Fort Knox’.19 The reading 
room itself offers a spacious and comfortable environment for users to consult material. Both 
soundproofing and the location of the reading room insulates it from the busy library foyer outside, 
and relative silence provides a welcome sense of arrival for users. To balance its formal research 
tables, SpecColl has made the decision to also include more casual seating in the form of armchairs 
and couches, to entice users who wish to sit and read texts from its secondary collections. Building 
towards a more ‘relaxed’ atmosphere than strictly traditional for archive reading rooms, it has added 
shelves of thematic reference material. Each section is updated according to whichever teaching and 
learning programmes SpecColl is involved in during a particular semester – a section on Limerick city 
for example, another for Oliver Goldsmith, another for art history. This approach aims to improve 
‘browsability’, and to make it easier for staff to refer users to a relevant area. In time, SpecColl plans 
to include signposts in these areas pointing to thematically related archival collections, encouraging 
them to use less ‘visible’ sources in coursework and other research projects. In this vein, a number of 
exhibition cases around the room give users a glimpse of the types of material held beyond the doors 
into the storage areas. The reading room is no longer required to close to facilitate student workshops, 
as SpecColl now has a dedicated training room for primary source workshops. This is a welcome 
addition for SpecColl staff, who previously had to teach without AV equipment, limiting class sizes and 
repeating workshops for larger groups.  
The corridor outside the reading room doubles as a temporary exhibition space, expanding 
SpecColl’s reach beyond the reading room doors. At the time of writing, a further dedicated exhibition 
space is under construction, which will enable SpecColl to creatively curate more long-term exhibitions 
to target a variety of audiences, including ‘passing trade’. However, in the interests of community as 
well as campus engagement, SpecColl will continue to run periodic exhibitions in the heart of Limerick 
city, such as the ‘Limerick: My City My Home’, and ‘Limerick and the 1916 Rising’ exhibitions held at 
the Hunt Museum in 2014 and 2016 respectively. 
 
Developing SpecColl’s online presence 
As SpecColl’s 2018 user data demonstrates, the reading room forms only a part of its engagement 
with its users. Increasing its online presence offers SpecColl the perfect opportunity to bring the 
archive to the user. SpecColl’s pages on the main library website and its LibGuide are quite difficult to 
find for the first-time user, as noted by one student in the Market Research Report. SpecColl is 
currently in the process of developing the front-end of its Adlib catalogue, to replace its individual PDF 
finding aids. Undoubtedly, increasing SpecColl’s user base is directly proportional to increasing both 
findability and ease of access. 
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 In order to centralise and simplify SpecColl’s online presence, the department is in the process 
of developing a new website, which it plans to launch in 2020. This site, specialcollections.ul.ie, aims 
to act as the first port of call for accessing the department, to which SpecColl staff, staff at the main 
library information desk and faculty can easily refer potential users. Its ‘about’ pages clearly outline 
the work of the department, what material it holds, how to access material in the reading room, the 
reading room rules and procedures around ordering material, as well as explain the valuable teaching 
and learning function it fulfils within UL. The site is designed to be as visual as possible, and as more 
material is added, will take full advantage of WordPress’ Search Engine Optimisation (SEO) features, 
meaning it will be returned high on the list of results when ‘googled’ by users.  
 The site has a number of value-added features which aim to further increase points of entry 
into the catalogue. As a first point of entry, it allows users to filter SpecColl’s research collections by 
type, i.e. archives, rare books, or the NDAI. It also allows users to filter collections by ‘research theme’ 
across all collection types, i.e. displaying all collections under the heading of ‘architecture’, ‘estate 
papers’ or ‘military history’. This is particularly useful, as the previous A-Z listing of collections gave no 
suggestion of their subject matter, meaning users had to click into each page to read the 
corresponding identity statement. Finally, although the Bolton Library collection is searchable on the 
main library website, the sheer number of subject headings generated by the collection means it is 
impossible for a user to view at a glance its diverse range of potential research themes. In order to 
pique user interest, the site includes a list of 146 subject themes generated by the volumes catalogued 
in January 2019 alone — everything from ‘Alchemy’ to ‘World History’. These features aim to increase 
the browsability of SpecColl’s collections in the period until its Adlib catalogue is launched online, and 
is designed to work alongside Adlib after its launch as a more visual and informal method of viewing 
collections for the casual or first-time archives user. 
 The site will also host the department’s new blog, ‘Unique and Distinctive’. SpecColl is excited 
to join its colleagues in other higher education (HE) special collections departments in posting regular 
highlights and in-depth examinations of items from its collections. The blog will allow SpecColl to 
explore in more detail the items it currently shares through its Twitter account, which although vital 
in highlighting aspects of the collections, by its nature is too brief to explore particular items in 
sufficient detail. By balancing shorter ‘highlight’ blog posts, such as ‘what’s on my desk today’, with 
long-read explorations of an individual collection or topics, SpecColl hopes to harness the novelty or 
entertainment value of the archive, while simultaneously demonstrating the potential research value 
of the collections. Moreover, WordPress’ use of tags and categories allows SpecColl to link blog posts 
and collections of similar type and theme, suggesting related and additional content to users. The 
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image-heavy content is designed to be inviting, its language clear and direct, and is presented in a way 
that allows users to drill down to as much depth of content as they wish. 
 
Building SpecColl’s academic profile 
Archival literacy programmes in universities have grown in prevalence over the past 20 years, as ‘more 
and more archivists… are developing and implementing instructional workshops and courses designed 
to increase students’ awareness of archives and improve their use and understanding of archival 
materials’.20 While primary sources are still generally underused by the university populace, there is 
also a growing acknowledgement by faculty that archivists are more than just passive keepers of 
records, but rather ‘partners in building the foundation that will support the growth of “independent 
learners”’,21 and that primary sources provide unrivalled opportunities for lessons in critical thinking.22 
SpecColl aligns its classes with the curriculum content, learning outcomes and pedagogical approaches 
used by UL faculty. It seeks to harness the ‘thrill of the real’ to enhance student experience,23 making 
all primary source sessions as engaging as possible, for example through active learning and flipped 
classroom principles,24 encouraging ‘hands-on’ learning for students of all types.25 This section 
explores the variety of classes offered by SpecColl in the academic year 2018/19. 
 
Teaching statistics 2018/19 
In the academic year 2018/19, SpecColl contributed to 54 hours of teaching, interacting with over 491 
students during 37 teaching sessions (Figure 2),26 an increase from an engagement with 156 students 
over 14 sessions for the same period 2017/18. The busiest teaching periods were concentrated at the 
beginning of each semester, with the exception of SpecColl’s input into the Centre for Early Modern 
Studies (CEMS) Winter School at the beginning of December 2018. In terms of student profile, roughly 
90% of the sessions involved undergraduates, 9% involved postgraduates, and the remaining 1% 
consisted of certificate students. As mentioned previously, classes extended across a range of faculties 
and disciplines, from the more obvious subjects of History and English, to the School of Architecture, 
to students of Ethnochoreology and Ritual Chant and Song from the IWAMD. Architecture students 
were either in their second, third or fifth year of study; the majority of history students were in their 





Figure 2. Summary of teaching data for full academic term 2018/19. 
 
Building archival literacy: archives, active learning and digital humanities 
The academic term 2018/19 brought a number of exciting opportunities for SpecColl to build archival 
literacy at UL. As part of a pilot project in the autumn semester 2018/19, SpecColl was invited to 
oversee the transcription of archival records by fourth year history and medical students as part of Dr 
Ciara Breathnach’s IRC-funded project, ‘Death and Burial Data: Ireland 1864–1922’ (UL Research 
website, 30 April 2019). The author worked closely with Digital Librarian Sinéad Keogh, a colleague in 
the Technical and Digital Services department in the library, to design a 9-hour section of the module. 
The sessions aimed to do a number of things at once, namely: educate the students about the 
importance of archival material through active learning; encourage critical thinking about the use of 
medical records for historical research; demonstrate the potential of digital humanities tools for the 
exploitation of linked data; and introduce the students to the basic concepts of metadata, text mark-
up and the Text-Encoding Initiative (TEI). Working in groups with digitised historic records from the 
Irish Coroner’s Court held in the National Archives of Ireland (NAI), the students produced verbatim 
archival transcriptions of five records, highlighting linked data elements they felt would be most 
beneficial for future research, such as names, places, organisations, dates, and causes of death.  
SpecColl’s involvement in this module has played a great role in building its teaching profile 
within both the library and the university, as well as establishing lasting links with the history 
department. Students’ assignment grades were high, reflecting their level of engagement and interest 
in the module. Anonymous student feedback gathered at the end of the module was extremely 
favourable. In relation to archival literacy, students commented that the sessions successfully 
encouraged them to ‘think deeper’ about the archival record and the power wielded by archivists and 
researchers through their representation of archival material. They noted a greater appreciation of 
the importance of objectivity in historical research, especially in relation to sensitive data, which 
‘requires a certain level of care and empathy’. The majority enjoyed the general introduction to 
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archives and archival research: one noted that this portion of the module was ‘more interesting than 
I thought’; while another stated ‘usually I’m not a fan of theory however I found it interesting in this 
class’. In relation to the work of the archivist and the archival process, one student reflected that 
‘[their] work is astonishing and fundamentally important to historians’, and another commented ‘I 
think meeting one archivist is important for a history class’. Only two out of a total of twenty-one 
students from the class responded negatively (‘wasn’t my cup of tea’), while two students 
subsequently enquired about pursuing a career in archives. 
The findings from this project were disseminated at a number of national and international 
conferences in 2018 and 2019,27 are due to be published in a co-authored journal article over the 
coming year,28 and have been used to inform the further development of the module design for the 
autumn semester 2019/20. They illustrate the diverse ways in which academic libraries can work with 
faculty as partners in digital humanities to cultivate graduate information literacies and skills, 
creatively using technological tools to get both staff and students engaged with archives, and 
ultimately, that the increasing integration of rare books and archival material into the curriculum 
allows for the continued development of unique academic programmes at UL. SpecColl is also keen to 
expand its activities from digital humanities to digital scholarship, encouraging similar engagement 
across all disciplines. 
While this was the largest concentration of archival input in any one module in the academic 
year 2018/19, SpecColl significantly increased archival literacy elements in all interactions with 
students during the same period. Dr Anna Ryan from the School of Architecture approached SpecColl, 
keen to get her students thinking about alternative sources for the architectural history elements of 
their modules, as well as their research theses. While students attended hands-on workshops with 
architecture-related primary sources in the reading room, these sessions were balanced with an 
introductory lecture, outlining what archives are and what SpecColl does. Such a broad introduction 
was particularly relevant for students outside the humanities, who may have been hearing about 
SpecColl, let alone an ‘archive’ for the first time. SpecColl also contributed an archival theory session 
as part of Dr Richard Kirwan’s MA in History module ‘Concepts and Methods’, to introduce students 
to the concepts of power, representation and narrative within the archive, from the perspective of 
the archivist. This was the first time the archive was introduced as a subject in the university, and the 
corresponding feedback from faculty suggests this will be a growth area for SpecColl in the coming 
academic year. Likewise, in the spring semester, SpecColl welcomed a student from the ‘Public History 
Internship’ module on the MA in History, who transcribed a seventeenth-century manuscript, a 
mutually beneficial exercise, one which will be continued for the Spring term 2019/20. 
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The above examples of collaboration with faculty and students have all been extremely 
rewarding for SpecColl. An increase in demand for SpecColl’s involvement in teaching and learning at 
the university is promising, demonstrating the value of the work already done, and the exciting 
potential of the work left to do. Moreover, the impact of SpecColl’s teaching and learning role is 
evident, not only in an increase in student numbers in the department’s user statistics, but in the large 
number of students who return to the reading room after each session. ‘Willingness to return’ is one 
of four key indicators for impact identified by Morgan Daniels and Elizabeth Yakel in their survey of 
452 students accessing special collections and archives departments at two US universities.29 
 
A natural accompaniment: the Bolton Library and UL’s MA in Ritual Chant and Song 
In 2016, SpecColl acquired the Bolton Library, previously known as the Cashel Diocesan Library 
(Glucksman Library website, 30 April 2019). This collection of rare and early printed volumes offers an 
exceptional opportunity for teaching and learning at UL. The Bolton cataloguing project began in 
January 2018. This is no small task, as each catalogue entry considers each volume as a distinct object. 
The Bolton Cataloguer, Olivia Lardner, documents not only the author, but also every person involved 
in its production and circulation, including previous owners and book collectors. The catalogue traces 
the rarity of each edition and the history of the printer, and highlights its unique features, including 
the characteristics of its binding and paper, decorative aspects, as well as any annotations or 
marginalia. In this way, the catalogue captures the most comprehensive representation possible of 
how, and in what context, each of these 12,000 volumes were written, bound, circulated and treated 
over the course of their lifetime. 
 This method of cataloguing lends itself extremely well to the pedagogical approach 
undertaken by Dr Eleanor Giraud, Course Director for the IWAMD’s MA in Ritual Chant and Song, as 
part of her module ‘Materials, Methods and Context for Western Chant’. The learning outcomes from 
this module require students to understand how medieval music was sung and disseminated among 
the monks, priests and congregations involved in their creation and use. Through a study of the 
detailed Bolton descriptions and by handling the unique items for themselves, students get a real 
sense of how the books feel and smell, and how they were physically made and designed to be used: 
how the size of a volume denotes if it was designed to be read from a lectern; how candlewax marks 
suggest the text was used at night; what the presence of fingerprints and well-thumbed pages tell us 
about how often the texts were used; and when the texts were most likely to have been used, in line 
with the religious calendar of various feasts and celebrations. 
 Lardner oversaw three workshops, or six hours, as part of the module. The focus of the 
sessions ranged from an introduction to the catalogue and history of the collection, to a deeper 
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exploration of necessary terminology and authority headings. For 30% of their final grade, students 
were assigned a unique Bolton item, to produce a mock catalogue entry. A ‘cheat sheet’ was issued to 
students, detailing common Latin phrases and roman numerals. Sessions included strict handling 
training, and at all times the rarity of the volumes was impressed upon them – for instance, the class 
of 2019 worked with sixteenth-century volumes, one of which is the only copy known worldwide.  
The sessions are hugely popular with the MA students, and some availed of the invitation to 
come and work on their volume in the reading room in their own time. One student from the class of 
2018 described the class as both an ‘awesome opportunity’ and ‘a hands-on stupendous and 
unforgettable experience’ (CEMS blog, 19 April 2018). However, the knowledge-exchange during this 
process is reciprocal – Lardner has stated that she has benefitted greatly from the sessions with Giraud 
and her students, which shed additional light on the content and context of the items and inform 
future catalogue entries. 
 
Innovative inreach 
In aiming to spread the message about the archive and its collections to as many different types of 
users as possible, special collections and archives departments must be ‘imaginative’ and ‘flexible’ in 
their approach.30 Moreover, outreach must be balanced with inreach. Inreach is vital in influencing 
key players, strategically targeting and educating managers, directors, budget holders and department 
heads, ‘arguing for the value of archives to those “above” us’,31 and in the case of special collections 
and archives in HE, that this value reaches beyond mere novelty, ‘uniqueness [or] prestige’.32 In a large 
university setting, inreach can be difficult, as advocacy initiatives must be aimed at quite a diverse 
range of stakeholders at once, from the undergraduate student, to the senior academic, from the 
public relations department to the Dean of Research. Integrated communication is important, using 
every channel available to spread consistent key messages about the value of the department and its 
services. Here, innovation is key. 
UL Talks are short video lectures delivered by UL faculty and staff on the ‘themes, issues, ideas 
and subjects that they are passionate and knowledgeable about’ (UL website, 30 April 2019). The talks 
are designed to ‘personify the university’ and to ‘give the wider world a flavour of some of the 
conversations being initiated within UL’s classrooms, laboratories and communities’. SpecColl’s 
submission for a five-minute video lecture focuses on tackling ‘archival anxiety’ for the general user, 
which is essentially a fear of the unknown.33 Drawing on the author’s experience of SpecColl as both 
a UL undergraduate and archivist, it informally explores what archives are, where they come from, 
why they are important, and what the department actually does behind the doors of the reading 
room.34 It assumes no prior knowledge of the department, and aims to reassure users that, despite its 
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name, no ‘special’ permissions are required to visit. It focuses on the ‘hidden’ research potential of 
SpecColl’s research collections; the value of interactions with primary sources for enhancing teaching 
and learning programmes at the university; and ultimately, its potential to enrich student experience. 
The clip provides a further opportunity for SpecColl to promote itself and its collections to UL faculty 
and their students, and is due for online release in December 2019. 
 However, inreach is just as important for SpecColl within the Glucksman Library as it is for the 
wider UL campus. As outlined by Yakel and Torres, the library is a familiar and safe space for students, 
and an innate starting point for research. Ideally, student awareness should be increased to a level 
whereby the relevance of SpecColl is self-evident; the department is perceived as part of, rather than 
removed from, the larger range of services offered by the library; its collections perceived as of equal 
relevance and value to the electronic and print sources in the main body of the library; and its 
catalogues perceived as natural a starting point as the main library catalogue. This will undoubtedly 
take some time, and can only be achieved through increased visibility. SpecColl was included in the 
library’s ANCIL (A New Curriculum for Information Literacy) seminar programme for the first time in 
autumn semester 2019/20.35 Alongside workshops on EndNote, Reading Lists and the Harvard 
referencing system, SpecColl’s sessions concentrate on building archival awareness and literacy, 
aiming to reach those students who have not yet come into contact with the department through 
their course of study, as well as improve the skills of those who have only attended the reading room 
briefly. The sessions focus on archival research methods, and the research potential of the collections 
SpecColl holds, all the while building towards enhanced user awareness and engagement, and in turn, 
increased user numbers. 
 
Planning a way forward 
This article explores the multipronged approach SpecColl undertakes in striving towards greater 
visibility on the UL campus, a distinct challenge among a population of 15,000 students and 1,400 
staff. Nonetheless, the future landscape of the department is promising. On a solid foundation built 
over the past twenty years, the department is well positioned to become more pervasive among key 
stakeholder groups. SpecColl is proud of its successful working relationships with three of the five UL 
faculties – AHSS, SE, and the IWAMD. It is eager to further its ties with these faculties, build on its new 
relationship with the KBS, as well as establish collaborative links with the Faculty of Education and 
Health Sciences (EHS) and the Graduate Entry Medical School (GEMS).  
In August 2019, SpecColl contacted a number of faculty to outline the research and teaching 
services it provides for the coming term, targeting both its ‘regular’ users, as well as a number of other 
key faculty members across all disciplines, whose fields of teaching and research SpecColl feels would 
20 
 
benefit, either now or in the future, from greater engagement with UL’s UDCs. As a result, roughly half 
the faculty SpecColl worked with during the academic year 2018/19 returned for similar sessions in 
Autumn 2019/20, while the remainder were the result of new relationships, outside SpecColl’s 
‘regulars’. Nonetheless, the responsibility for forging and maintaining strong working relationships 
must be shared by both SpecColl and faculty if the teaching and research potential of the collections 
is to be fully realised. Such relationships can be difficult to maintain year after year, as they depend 
on faculty availability and curriculum emphasis, in addition to SpecColl capacity. 
A focus on SpecColl’s users, both real and ‘ideal’, is particularly helpful in articulating their 
needs and expectations, enabling the department to refine its educational outreach efforts. 
Everything SpecColl does – whether in the library through its reading- and training-rooms, or online 
through its blog and Twitter – is aimed at increasing awareness of, and in turn, engagement with its 
collections, particularly among the student population. The quantitative and qualitative data outlined 
above reflect the challenge of this task, particularly in light of the time and resources required to 
actively seek out, educate and inspire new users, while undertaking the many other duties necessary 
to run the department on a daily basis. However, the statistics speak to SpecColl’s dedication to its 
teaching and learning function, as well as its success. The department’s recent recruitment of an 
archivist with a role in teaching and learning is further proof of both the recognition of the importance 
of its educational role within the university, and the additional responsibilities that this entails. While 
SpecColl continues to work to raise the current level of user awareness and engagement, vast 
improvements have already been made to SpecColl’s physical presence within the library with the 
refurbishment of the SpecColl reading room and additional dedicated training room.  
The findings outlined above suggest the department would benefit further from a number of 
short- and long-term interrelated improvements in four key areas. 
 
1. Improving archival literacy, online profile and user experience 
Building archival literacy is key to many of the challenges SpecColl faces. To do this, SpecColl must 
create as many points of entry into its collections as possible, for as many different types of users as 
possible. As Yakel and Torres argue, ‘the importance of entering any archives with a place to begin 
cannot be overestimated.’36 Work is already underway on a number of concurrent projects to build a 
broad online knowledge base for users, namely: 
 
 the development and launch of the front-end of its archival catalogue Adlib. This will 
instantly improve the visibility, searchability and browsability of the collections. 
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 building an online research resource specifically designed to tackle low levels of archival 
literacy, and reduce ‘archival anxiety’ among users. With this in mind, SpecColl plans to 
launch its online research resource during the academic term 2020/21. This will function 
as a type of ‘beginner’s guide’ to archives and rare books, capturing and centralising all 
the material SpecColl uses in its ‘induction’ workshops.37 This will provide sufficient 
information to satisfy the casual user, while also reducing the amount of repetition by 
staff during class time and allowing sessions to focus on more active learning. Flipping the 
archive induction process, the resource will allow students to consult a ‘lesson’ before 
each session, and again afterwards if they wish. As ‘the key to helping students overcome 
their reluctance or fear is ultimately a matter of education’,38 it will include a glossary of 
common archival terms; a practical explanation of the thinking behind SpecColl’s reading 
room rules; and thematic research guides, similar in approach to those offered by the UK 
National Archives (TNA). In time, SpecColl hopes to build in the capability for users to self-
assess their knowledge. While this project requires a significant initial outlay of staff time 
and resources, it is vital in enabling SpecColl to take a more active role in shaping the 
skillset of its users. 
 digitising and curating a selection of collections for display through the UL Digital Library. 
This platform, working in conjunction with SpecColl’s Adlib catalogue, blog and research 
resource, provides unending possibilities for outreach, education and research. 
 
2. Building research profile and attracting funding 
The research potential of SpecColl’s collections is largely untapped. While raising awareness is 
important, increasing archival literacy also leads to more ‘research-savvy’ users.39 Imparting such 
transferrable skills at undergraduate level has far-reaching benefits, ensuring future postgraduates 
and faculty are both familiar with and champions of special collections and archives. Moreover, special 
collections and archives must be considered as partners in, rather than only facilitators of, research. 
SpecColl plans to take a more active role in: 
 
 working with faculty to suggest research topics for Final Year Project (FYP),40 MA and PhD 
students in a variety of disciplines. While SpecColl’s LibGuide currently outlines which 
collections fall under broad research themes, it would be useful for both faculty and 
students if SpecColl recommended specific research topics, and/or suggested titles. 
Publishing these online would attract external as well as internal researchers. Although 
this requires significant initial input, in researching which aspects of its collections align 
22 
 
with current focuses in the curriculum, this will have significant benefits in demonstrating 
the research value of collections. A ‘dissertation fair’ for this purpose was recently co-
hosted by four special collections and archives departments across Cambridge University, 
and was a ‘roaring success’ (Cambridge University Library Special Collections blog, 20 
November 2018). 
 submitting research funding proposals, either as single- or co-applicants, and investigating 
the viability of research fellowships, such as those offered by the Durham Residential 
Research Library, or the John Rylands Research Institute in Manchester. Instead of waiting 
for researchers to approach with an idea in mind, SpecColl can attract researchers and 
exploit its underused collections by developing its own national and international research 
projects. Its staff can also work as co-supervisors with faculty on internal MA and PhD 
research projects. 
 
3. Building teaching profile and improving student experience 
As this article demonstrates, one of the most obvious ways to raise awareness of the department is 
to embed its collections on the curriculum. SpecColl’s involvement in the teaching programmes 
outlined above prove how valuable interactions with primary sources are for enhancing teaching and 
learning programmes at the university, and for enriching student experience. While SpecColl aims to 
be proactive in its teaching, there are times when classes must also be reactive, or ‘on demand’. 
SpecColl could further exploit its resources to enhance its teaching profile, by: 
 
 developing a dedicated series of ‘ready to go’ or modular archives classes. These could be 
designed to fit into current modules run by UL, for example the MA module ‘Digital 
Humanities’, or as a stand-alone optional module, designed to fit into current BA and MA 
programmes. This would allow students to explore archival issues and research methods in 
greater depth than that currently provided for in ‘one-shot’ induction workshops or show and 
tell sessions.41  
 working more closely with faculty to embed its collections in student assignments. As 
demonstrated above, the courses that do this are the most successful in terms of impact. 
 adapting previous online exhibitions to create educational packs for both secondary and 
tertiary students. This process would be mutually beneficial, allowing SpecColl to exploit the 
work already done for projects such as ‘Limerick and the 1916 Rising’ and ‘It’s a Long Way To 




4. Assessing impact 
Measurable impact on student learning is ‘a key part of the value proposition for special collections 
and archives.’43 Due to the difficulty of capturing this impact,44 and in turn, proving research, teaching 
and societal value, it is vital that SpecColl remains user-focused, proactively collecting and responding 
to its user statistics, by: 
 
 systematically distributing feedback and evaluation forms to students and faculty after all 
sessions it delivers. While its quantitative user data was recently overhauled, SpecColl must 
begin to systematically gather qualitative feedback regarding its services. 
 attempting to track which types of student engagements lead to the greatest increase in user 
numbers following sessions. 
 
While a new reading room alone is unlikely to spark a wave of archival enthusiasm on the UL campus, 
the upcoming academic term marks the beginning of a new phase for the department, one in which 
it can fully embrace its teaching and learning function within the university. Each small change 
outlined above is part of a cyclical process, one more ‘place to begin’ for SpecColl’s users, one more 
way to engage and encourage them to use the collections to their fullest potential. Each change also 
builds towards an overall change in perception of SpecColl, communicating its key message to users, 
i.e. that while it may need ‘strongrooms’ and ‘special’ handling procedures to preserve its valuable 
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Enhancement Project funding by the Centre for Teaching and Learning at UL to develop an online digital 
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